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Cancer Risks for Thee, but Not for Me 


By Jc*av Tatwo# 

fn October. you may neoB. ID* Journal 
of (bt NtiktoM Cancer )umul« c»wed 
qune i stir by publishing an epidemlologl- 
ca) study surging that women whs have 
abwdoos are 59% more likely to dmtop 
breast cancer tbon women who do not The 
right to-lifa crowd predictably seised upon 
she study as one more reason that abortion 
should bt fttog *J-il carnet cancer. "Not so 
fast,"towileredepldemlotoguix: a f.5 risk 
ratio (as eptoemiotofiiu put NJ "is not 
Mronf enough to call indacto abortion a 
risk metor lor breast cancer.” 

Thai Moment by flCufenls Ca*e. dt* 
rector oi Analytic epMarrictofy tor the 
ArrtricaaCaficer Society, isnet some P.C. 
ittempt to protect the reputation of ebon 
lion: Jt raHecis the tctenWk consensus on 
what is and is not statistically ilpiflcant 
when examining small groups ol itotvldu- 
ats lor analytic purposes. 

" Epidemiological studies In general are 
probably not aide, reaHitJcaiiy, to Identify 
with any confidence any j eta five risks 
lower than U," Or. Calk noted. Since ept- 
demttagtots normally take seriously only 
risk factora ol 3.9 or greater. Lynn ftoien- 
berg ol Ilk Boston Unfcmlly Scbaol ol 
Medicine agreed with most ttienllsu that 
the brml canter study was "far from con 
elusive, and It Is difficult in aee bow lit] 
will to talormtllve to the public." 

So those of us who choose to have abw- 
tmns ai e sale from paternal regvtoUofl for 
ifct time being. Those id us who choose i» 
have a caparetfe. however, aren't so lucky. 
The same risk ratio that was so widely 
pooh-poohed by sckntlils as IncttaiKcanl 
and inconclusive whan It comes to abortion 
was deemed.,by rise very same acfcatols an 
Intolerable health menace when U comes 
to serondhand amoke. Actually, thaf ‘1 not 
quite true The 1.3 risk factor far a single 


abort fen was itftlftcanny greater lh*a the 
realbf hard to defect l ts risk raUa far la 
lenshrt, 49-year, day-to-day-oat pack-a- 
day expKur* totocoMfhand imoka las ftp' 
used by the «?A). 

And that's lual the bcftnnlnf. The 
RPA refused to regutau tfeotrosnagnttlc 
fHMc emanating from power sources fal¬ 
ls gad by some to pee* a cancer risk) be 
cause, according to the agtncy, "the to¬ 
la Uonahip risks fn tht published reports 
Kavt seldom exceeded 3.6" Shntfarty. 
some studies hen found that drinking 
poatettrifed m&K resells is a 2.1 risk fee 
tor lev lung cancer. No one, however, has 
gotten cverhealed about the evils of the 
deathdealihg dairy industry (save, per¬ 
haps, lor Cblmtn McCarthy and Jtrrmy 
Rlfklft, but that*i anethec story). 

So what gives? Perhaps tbe medtea) 
community it simply no toss cynkal than 
she pokWcai community. Yale epidemiolo¬ 
gist Alvas Pemstoln related to Toalcotogl- 
cal pathology that he recealfy heard a 
Imminent apWemietegbt admit ttut l he 
BPA's secondhand smoke study and corre¬ 
sponding panic campaign were "kotien sci¬ 
ence, bui It's a worthy rauM. It toll help us 
to git rid cf ctfmitef and to become a 
smoke-free society." 

Or Perhaps 11 Is simple ton honest sub* 
corectaus bias. A study by George Carlo el 
aL puttied rn the jcrarnal Risk An thrift, 
samyed MSI epidtmlotogljis. loxfcoto 
gists, physicians and general scientists cm 
various health risks. Including secondhand 
smoke. Hill of those surveyed were read a 
vignelte designed to reflecl mainstream 
scteitfif* ihmkwg an secondhand imake; 
76% ol Ihose Indhnduati (haughl M a seri 
oas environmenti) health hazard and to* 
felt (hat pubtoc health Inierverulc* war in¬ 
deed necessary. 

The pcrond group suiveyed was read 


•ha same vtgnefte but. instead af being 
told I ho* the farts roiatad to secondhand 
smoke. H was told I ha ddcrokm per* 
tllnad to "substance x." Only 33% al 
I tor i Ktonttsu and physicians thought 
that substance (fn reality, secondband 
smoke) a serious health hasard. and only 
(1% fan that "MbtltrK* x*’ warn Med 
pubik heallh reguteOan. 

An awl smoking acllvfei might argue, 
however, that the tack o( arttoa agatosi 
one particular set »f risks dies as! jwtlHy 
lack of action against Mbm Pti-bapa the 
gemAmenl should regulate pasteurized 
mNI, hmrt exposure to electric heMs. and 
baa ebertian as a cancer risk. Vat whafi 
misting here Is any appracsalion al the dll 
heuity ol assuming that rorreialion nects 
warily equate cauiatlon or aay undertf and 
ingot statist leal probabilities 

Par example, at knaw that dtwi aad ex¬ 
treme are the mail imporiaM contrlbiriog 
toctort lor cancer. And we also k«aw that 
• mokrra on average get far kss rmtrttkm 
and tserefsf Oua oonsmBkeri Are now 
imoklftg wives ol smokers (the populafii* 
subgroup examtoad by KPA la arrfre at 
their UN rfch rat<a fir aetondband smoke) 
mere Of lew Hhe)yto^hmt^elr^u^b*wl1s , 
IKenjdn and Jleiary pa^ttm> ,, 

Ragnir Ryfanier of the IhuversMy *1 
Gcihenbwg wrote recemiy in ihe 
AfcMrts ©f Bwvirwmental Health that 
"sotnl laclert were three to to*r limes 
more imporian! Insk la dors) rhsn RTS 
lenviranmefrtal tobacco smoce] expo 
sure." He noted toil "there m increasing 
evideiKe fhal dietary habits am related 
la several kinds M respl/aiory dneosc. in 
rhKJing lung cancer and chronic braneln 
lit/' and those dietary tablls of smoking 
men are often shored by tht it nwwroek 
Ing spouses Dr. Hylarder asked. "Oukl 
it H that vt art committing a fund* 


mcMal atfor by ptactog RTS in the ca le¬ 
gary of a causative factor when in realty 
we may bt stodging • ca founta?" 

Ccrrrtatlon simply does aot equal czw 
satkm, no matter how Imp; tttWt the sta 
lutln. Consldir antpklemlotorlcet study 
pnbllsbel in Hot Is to lhai lavatl that keep 
ing birds ceeielates with « serenlaW lit 
create \n (he rkk M hmg caatar-a car- 
relation three times more stgMtoaM than 
(hot ol lecandhond smoke Siwdaily, toe 
rhetosl Bruce 4irttt of Hw IhimrsUy of 
CjlitanUa at Beiktley is food of shewing 
Ms stod^nts a graph wifli rwa imez rep 
reseMing ist* kom 1956 to ike preseal. 
The iwo lines almtsi completely match. 
The ikidtou to variably uy yes. the f«o 
sets ol data masi be n to fed. Yef one line 
rtpeesmis the number oi maiktg slefts 
mi Germany. Hw other, ikr number ot 
kvt chddbk ibs. 

And thto there is the messy problem 
(far eptteprtotogteft) ol sheer random¬ 
ness fl one flips a cola s# tones, u’t to 
likely thnt the rtsuks wig be everty spill 
between bwH a to tads. If Jefferson 
shews up oa top ol tot rtKlel Ifl mote cf- 
leu iba» does MoMicello, Hits tells is 
noehlag. Now canwuer lhai more than hail 
of the tptotmtotogicM studies oa sec and 
hand smoke toctoded 10 or lg«er tubfecU. 
and srtdowt did vKk rMloc lWiti much 
kora Ihe above example Sour slodies, in 
fact, showed aegaiive oamtolK»AS-iliat 
being exposed to veoofKlhaiid smoke acf* 
ally reduces tht risk ol lung cower. 

James U f^anu warned in !xm<Mm'% 
Monday Telegraph a few yean back that 
"we could reach a situartoa where heaHh 
activists, ijsiag dubious scientillc en 
derxe, wilt be mi a position lo bbckiwaii us 
sato behaving Ihe way they ihsnh we 
should, ft ft not an aKrKlire prwtpecl M 
Well. Dr. Fan*, ihe future is now. 

af/.TbytorudrwfcM e/n*(*id itswrrce 
s/uHfti ef Iht Culo fa ht/yAfupfan. 
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